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      It was hot and the sweat rolled down Lieutenant Rycroft’s face. The bandana he had used to wipe his face was already sopping wet, and he cursed the heat. The Arizona desert was no place to be in the summer months, he reflected, but the Apaches had been raiding for a long time now and the army had decided to crack down. Containing the Apache menace would encourage settlers to move in, and so army patrols were hunting the raiding bands of warriors. Lieutenant Rycroft glanced back at his platoon of fifteen soldiers and was proud to see that they were still alert and ready for the unexpected. Their numbers should have been greater, but on the frontier, a troop’s strength was invariably less than it should be. But these men behind him were experienced and tough, and any one of them was worth three new recruits.

      They plodded along, and Sergeant Williams, riding just behind him on his left, remarked, “I wonder where Jamie is.” Lieutenant Rycroft saw a slight movement ahead to his right and replied, “I think he’s coming in now.” Sergeant Williams said, “I sure hope he’s got some news. This particular group has an able leader who knows about battle tactics. If they figure his medicine is strong, then more young bucks will join him. They’ve burned down two outlying farms, leaving no one alive. A month back, they ambushed Lieutenant Smith, killing five soldiers and the lieutenant himself.” Rycroft had turned his horse slightly in the direction of the approaching rider, and he said, “I think that was the fault of the scout. I heard that he estimated the group to be only about a dozen warriors.” The veteran sergeant kept his views to himself, although he disagreed with that assessment. Lieutenant Rycroft was new to this region, but the sergeant figured that he was a man who would learn. He thought to himself somberly, ‘These young officers either learned fast or they died early.’

      Lieutenant Rycroft raised his hand and the soldiers stopped. The scout pulled up next to him and said, “When you go over that rise, Lieutenant, you’re gonna see five or six Apache warriors. They’ll do their best to make you chase them, but I would advise against it.” Lieutenant Rycroft looked at the tall, broad-shouldered scout and suddenly wondered why the man wasn’t sweating as he was. He stared at the square face, firm jaw, and blue eyes, and thought inconsequentially that the man was actually good-looking. He mopped his face with a kerchief that was soon as wet as the bandana and asked, “If there are only five or six of them, why would you advise me not to chase them?”

      The scout, James Munroe, only nineteen years of age but old in experience, said, “Because they’ll do what they did to Lieutenant Smith.” Rycroft straightened up and said sternly, “That was the scout’s fault for underestimating the strength of the enemy.” James Munroe said, “Old Skellett is a good man and he did warn the lieutenant.” He paused and then added, “The lieutenant didn’t listen.” Rycroft rubbed his jaw and then asked, “So what would Mr. Munroe advise?” James suddenly grinned and replied, “For starters, just call me James or Jamie. That Mister makes me feel old.” Turning serious, he said, “Chase them for a mile or so and you’ll see a small hill on your right. There’s a small spring and a few trees there. Good place to bivouac since it’ll be dark in another two hours.”

      Lieutenant Rycroft was twenty-four years old and he had fought in the Civil War. He was experienced in warfare, but he was also a smart young man. He had fought the Comanche, but this was his first time facing the Apache in the desert. He marveled at how they could stay hidden in the open desert until you were almost on them, and then they would suddenly spring up—as though they were bursting out of the desert sands. He relaxed a bit and asked, “So you’re saying that we shouldn’t take this opportunity to cut down the size of this band?” Jamie shrugged and replied, “The rest of them will be waiting to ambush you just as you start thinking that you’re catching up to the ones you’re chasing.”

      The lieutenant pondered for a moment and then asked, “So we wait until tomorrow and hope that they don’t disappear again?” Jamie told him, “We don’t. They’ll figure you’re camped for the night and they’ll do the same. Late tonight, I’ll take you to their camp and we can call closure on this group.” He paused and then added, “That is, of course, if the Lieutenant agrees.” Rycroft asked him, “You know where their camp is?” James Munroe shrugged and replied, “I’ll find it after darkness falls.” Sergeant Williams asked, “You figure you can track them in the dark, Jamie?” James replied, “There’ll be a moon two hours after dark. Besides, they’re gonna be camped nearby, most probably planning an attack just before first light.”

      Lieutenant Rycroft raised his eyebrows in disbelief and asked, “You think they would be stupid enough to attack an armed camp? There would be sentries posted, and they must know that about the army by now.” Jamie shook his head and replied, “They outnumber you two to one and they’re expecting a few more warriors to join them tonight. As for the sentries—the Apaches will take them out and you won’t know that they’re dead.” The lieutenant regarded his scout a moment longer and then turned to his sergeant and asked, “What do you say about this, Sergeant?” Williams replied, “I agree with Jamie, Sir.” Lieutenant Rycroft said, “All right, then that’s what we’ll do. Let’s roll out.”

      Coming off the top of the rise, they saw six Apaches coming toward them. The Apaches pulled up, turned their horses around, and raced away, with the soldiers giving chase. After chasing them for almost two miles, the Apaches disappeared over a rise and Lieutenant Rycroft saw the small hill to his right. He raised his hand, pointed, and turned his horse toward the hill. James Munroe rode up the slope, and from the top, he fired five shots with his rifle at the fleeing Apaches. Then he turned his horse and trotted back to catch up with the soldiers. Lieutenant Rycroft gave him a questioning look and he explained, “Didn’t want them to turn back immediately.”

      The camp was set up, and Lieutenant Rycroft sat near James. After a while, he asked James, “How old are you? You seem mighty young to be an army scout.” James told him, “I’m nineteen and I joined up to fight in the Civil War when I was thirteen.” The lieutenant stared at him and asked, “They signed you up? At that age?” James shrugged and replied, “I might have said that I was sixteen.” Sergeant Williams said dryly, “He sure enough looked sixteen. Even I believed him.” Lieutenant Rycroft turned to Williams and asked, “You knew him then?” The sergeant grunted and said, “I was the one signed him up, and I fought alongside him for the remainder of the war.” The lieutenant asked James, “But what made you want to fight at that age?” It was the sergeant who answered and said, “His Pa died during a battle. Jamie was staying with his mother’s people and he decided to fight in his father’s place.”

      The lieutenant looked at James and said, “I heard your mother was a Sioux.” James nodded and told him, “She was a big chief’s daughter when my father married her. She died soon after giving birth to me. When Pa signed up for the war, he left me with her folks. I stayed with them for four years and then left to join the army.” The lieutenant was still curious and he asked, “So what made you become an army scout?” Again, it was the sergeant who answered and said, “Major Powell saw the boy’s talent for reading sign and moving stealthily, and he kept Jamie in his unit till the end of the war. When the army decided it was time to pacify the tribes, the Major convinced Jamie to work for him as a scout against the Comanche.”

      The moon came up and James stood up and said laconically, “I’ll be back.” He had exchanged his boots for moccasins, and he moved out of the camp on foot. Lieutenant Rycroft asked the sergeant, “He’s not taking his horse? But then he’ll return only by morning. Who knows just how far the Apache have camped?” Sergeant Williams smiled and replied, “That boy can outrun a horse over a day. On foot, he won’t have to stick to trails and he’ll make his own way to their camp.” Lieutenant Rycroft remarked, “I heard that it was almost impossible to approach an Apache camp undetected.” Sergeant Williams said, “That’s true, but not for Jamie. The Apaches call him Naagóchi, meaning a bad enemy. He’s been a scout against them for nearly two years now, and he’s helped the army take down most of the raiding bands.” He paused and then said, “He was a scout with the Major for two years against the Comanche and they called him Mukua, which means Spirit or Ghost. The boy has a natural talent for stealth.”

      James came back two hours later and told Rycroft, “They’re near a hidden seep about a mile from here at the foot of a mesa. If you can make it there without making any noise, you can end this band of Apache raiders.” Lieutenant Rycroft thought for a moment and then said, “They outnumber us, so if we’re without our horses, they’ll have the advantage. But if we take the horses, they’ll hear us coming.” He looked up at James and asked, “You got any ideas?” Jamie said, “Wrap the horses’ hooves in burlap and we’ll walk them to within a hundred feet of the Apache camp. Give me six of your boys and we’ll sneak up on foot to within thirty feet. When you hear my signal, you come charging in there. Their horses are tethered to the right, near the wall of the mesa. Your job will be to chase them down as they run. If you can prevent them from reaching their horses, the raiding days of this band will be over. Bring our horses with you and send them to the left as you go to the right. We’ll mount on the run and go left.” The lieutenant looked at Sergeant Williams, who shrugged and said, “I told you he was good.”

      Jamie handpicked the six soldiers because he knew the men he wanted. The six he picked were mountain men who could move silently in a forest, and they were the best shots in the platoon. They got to within thirty feet without making a sound, and Jamie directed them to spots that he had already picked out when he had first found the camp. He raised his hand and opened fire, and six guns joined in immediately. Four Apaches jerked where they lay but then were still. The rest were up and running for the horses when the drumming of hooves grew louder and the remaining soldiers swept in toward the horses, cutting off the retreat of the Apaches. Seven horses came charging toward Jamie and his men, and they ran for the nearest horse, grabbed ahold of the saddle horn, and sprang astride.

      The running Apaches were shooting blindly in all directions. Jamie and his men raced their horses to the left, firing on the run. The Apaches whirled around in confusion, some going left and some going right. The ones running to the left were brought up short by the guns of Jamie and his six soldiers. Then both groups of soldiers pulled to a halt and unleashed three volleys of rifle fire from their Henrys, and it was all over. Lieutenant Rycroft ordered, “Sergeant! Detail of eight. Check the bodies and tie up any survivors. Report on our wounded.” He looked around and then added, “And I want a body count.” The sergeant came back after ten minutes and reported, “Thirty-two warriors, Lieutenant. Ten wounded. We’ve patched them up and hogtied them. Three wounded on our side, but the wounds are minor and have been tended to.”

      Lieutenant Rycroft said, “We’ll head back to camp with the prisoners after the burial detail is finished.” But Jamie told him, “I’d hold off on the burial detail if I were you, Lieutenant.” Rycroft turned to him and said, “Any man deserves a decent burial, Munroe—even an Apache.” Jamie said, “I appreciate that, but if you leave them lay, it will send a message. A few more warriors will be reaching here before dawn to join this band. When they see the dead, they’ll take care of them, but they’ll also get the message that their medicine has gone bad. They’ll go back to their villages in the mountains for now and spread the news of their defeat.” Lieutenant Rycroft nodded and said, “That makes sense. Sergeant, prepare to move out. We ride straight to camp with the prisoners.”
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            New Mexico

          

        

      

    

    
      James Munroe rode into the fertile valley in the newly named Lincoln County of New Mexico. He could see the Llano Estacado in the distance, and it was a place he liked for its immense open horizons and almost treeless landscape. He would have liked to start a cattle ranch there. He pushed the thought out of his mind and wondered how his uncle, Dougal Munroe, was doing. He wasn’t even sure if his uncle was still alive or if he had any children, although his father had told him that Dougal was married. He knew this was the general area where the old family ranch was, but now he had to find it. The trail he was following led to a small town that had a signboard on the outskirts proclaiming it to be La Vista.

      He rode down a main street lined with buildings on each side, some of which were built of adobe. The town was small but neatly laid out, and he noticed that the rooftops had ramparts—most probably to defend the town against Apache attacks. He knew from experience that the Apaches had raided through this area because he had helped the army track down some of the raiding groups. The Apaches came from the Sierra Blanca Mountains to the south. He tethered his dun gelding in front of the Last Drink Saloon and walked into the room.

      It was too early for the evening rush, but there were four men playing cards at a table, and two men stood at the bar with drinks in their hands. At a table in a corner, two cowboys were eating a late lunch. Jamie walked up to the bar and said, “A shot of tequila, please.” The man behind the counter was a tough-looking Mexican with a handlebar moustache and enormous biceps. He poured the drink and said, “You’re a stranger, but you look familiar, Señor. My name is Alvarez.” Before Jamie could say anything, one of the men at the bar said rudely, “Hey, Mex! You should be pouring drinks instead of talking. Pour me another one, and it better be good, because what I just had was more like moonshine than whiskey.”

      Alvarez frowned but said politely, “If the Señor does not like my whiskey, there are other places in town. What I serve is good whiskey and not moonshine.” The man was tall, with a hatchet face and mean-looking small eyes, and he wore his gun in a low-slung holster. He slammed his fist on the counter and snarled, “Don’t tell me what to do, you greaser. Just pour me the damn drink.” Jamie turned slightly sideways and said, “You use derogatory terms mighty freely, Mister. My grandmother was a Mexican lady, and her family were here long before your grandfather was born.” He paused for a beat and then added, “That is, if you know your grandfather.”

      The man turned and said menacingly, “What did you just say?” Jamie said calmly, “I was just pointing out that folks over here can trace their lineage back for at least a hundred years. I’m just wondering if you even know who your grandfather is.” The man stared at him for a long moment and then said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I think you’re insulting me.” Jamie smiled and remarked, “It’s always a pleasure to meet an ignoramus.” The other man was also hatchet-faced, and there was a clear family resemblance between the two. He said, “Now he’s definitely insulting you, Brent. He just said you’re ignorant.” He took a step away from the bar and said, “I’m Hugo, and this here is my kin, Brent. We’re from the Baker family, and if you’re looking for trouble, you come to the right place.”

      Brent said, “He just admitted to being a half-breed. That’s why he’s trying to support the greaser.” Hugo told Jamie, “You don’t look like a half-breed, kid. Just apologize and we’ll let you go.” Jamie asked mildly, “And if I don’t?” Brent said grimly, “Then I’m gonna fill you full of lead.” Jamie shrugged and said, “Well, go ahead. Don’t let me stop you.” One of the men playing cards said, “Let it go, kid. Those Bakers are gunslingers, and there’s three more of them.” Hugo told Jamie, “That’s good advice, kid. Brent here has a short temper, and you don’t want to make him angry. Just apologize, and I’ll let it go.”

      Jamie rubbed his chin with his left hand and said, “All right. You apologize to Alvarez first, and then I’ll apologize for calling you an ignoramus.” Brent took a deep breath and said, “I’ve had enough of your highfalutin talk. I’m going to kill you!” His hand dropped for his gun, but he froze as he stared at the gun in Jamie’s fist. Hugo had also grabbed for his gun, but now he just stared at Jamie. He could have sworn that he hadn’t seen the kid move, so where had the gun come from? Jamie told Brent, “You were saying something about killing me. Go ahead. Ain’t no one stopping you.” Brent and Hugo slowly moved their hands away from their guns, and Hugo asked, “Who the hell are you, kid? You might be fast, but you can’t buck the Baker boys.” Jamie slid his gun back into the holster and said, “If you’re going to shoot, don’t talk. If you’re not, get the hell out of here.” Brent said grimly, “Don’t push your luck, kid. You took us by surprise just now. Don’t mean you can do it again.”

      Two shots rang out, and Brent stumbled and fell on one knee—Jamie had shot out the other one. Hugo jerked back as a bullet shattered his right elbow. Jamie calmly reloaded his gun and said, “Now get out of here before I get really angry.” Hugo used his left arm to help Brent to his feet, and the two staggered out of the saloon. One of the men who had been eating said, “Alvarez is right. You do look familiar.” Jamie stared at the two cowboys for a long moment and then said, “Yeah, you look familiar too. My name’s James Munroe.” Both men stood up and almost ran to him. The older of the two said, “I’m Evander Munroe, and this is my brother, Angus.” He clapped Jamie on the shoulder and said, “You must be Uncle Adam’s son.”

      James told him, “I came in here to ask for directions to the Star Ranch. I figured it’s time for me to learn to be a cowboy, seeing as how I intend to start ranching.” Evander laughed and said, “You already got part of a ranch, kid. The Star holdings are divided between your Pa and ours, so now your Pa’s share is divided between the two of you. You have any siblings? And where’s your Pa?” Jamie shook his head and replied, “There’s only me, and Pa died during the war.” Angus said, “Pa will be broken up about that. He always said that Adam would come home one day.” Evander remarked, “He said it, but I don’t think he believed it. He once said that Adam was a wandering man.” Jamie laughed and said, “That he was. A true wandering man, and I reckon I got that from him. But I want to settle down and learn ranching, so I figured the best place would be the family ranch.”

      Angus asked him, “How old are you, James? You look kinda young, and yet you sometimes look older.” Evander said, “Like when he faced those Baker toughs just now.” Angus shook his head and said, “But enough talk. Let’s go home because Pa would love to see you. You’re going to have to tell him everything about his brother.” They rode to the Star Ranch, and Jamie’s uncle, Dougal, and his aunt, Emma, embraced him and welcomed him home. Emma told him, “Before your uncle starts talking, would you like a hot bath and then a meal?” Jamie smiled and replied, “Nothing I’d like better. Been riding for two weeks to get here from Arizona.” Evander said, “Come with me, and I’ll show you your room. By the time you stow your gear, the water will be hot enough for your bath.”
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      After a hot bath, a change of clothes, and a good meal, Dougal said, “Now tell me about Adam. I never knew he married and had a son. I always hoped he’d come home, but in my heart, I knew he wouldn’t. From a young age, he was a restless soul, always wanting to see what lay beyond the horizon.” Jamie told him, “I think he would have come back for a visit, but Montana is far from here, and things kept happening.” Dougal asked him, “What about your mother? Is she in Montana?” Jamie shook his head and replied, “Pa married a Sioux chief’s daughter. He won the honor in a battle with other suitors—or so my Ma’s people told me. Ma died soon after I was born, and it was only Pa and me after that. I stayed at the Sioux village until I was six, and then Pa took me away. We hunted and trapped in Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, and Colorado, and even hunted the buffalo on the plains. But he told me that he had family back here in New Mexico, and he told me about my grandfather.”

      Ewan Munroe was a Scottish knight from a wealthy family. He was an adventurer and a daring, bold man. He killed a member of the royal family in a dispute over a lady and had to leave the shores of England. He traveled to Spain, and from there he made his way to
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